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I’ve been thinking about a quote from the Book of Jeremiah. “‘For I know
the plans I have for you’, declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and
not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” What of plans disregarding future? What of hope when it is no more than a tattered fool’s
pipe-dream? How marvelous was his plan to keep me entrapped. I spit
bitterly on the ground. How, in any form, could an extended stay in the
darkness prosper me? How could this terror profit anyone? The God I was
raised to revere was particular but cruel. Fickle, yet terrible. Opposing attributes.
I am my God now. I have no need for others. I am sagacious beyond years.
The Darkness could agree. Everyone gets a turn. Those who oppose it’s
kiss will be punished. Punished.
School? Yes, a school!
Unperturbed. Excellent Brilliant Profound
It is happening. It is is coming. It is immortal.
Entry Six
We’d scour the rocky cove searching each small tidal pool for whatever
life it held. Often enough, there’d be a colorful community of crabs, mollusks, octopuses — you name it! What really caught my attention, though,
were the starfish. To sit there, immobile, constantly. What a waste. What
a curse. What a fuckin’ joke. Battered by the waves of an endless sea. My
sister would squeal in delight — innocent as per her usual. I would sit and
brood, brood and sit. What vicious act of creation would give life to… that!?
What god in his right mind would concoct such a pitiful existence. God is
left, left is wrong, wrong is light and light is darkness. Bring darkness for
the children.
Fate is a meticulous twine, supporting the golden goblet. The thread is
slit, the cup is shattered, grass wilts. Men nor Gods can ensare it. Only
together.
So sweet
So sweet is my beauitufl baby boy,
So sweet -My beauty.
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SOUNDS

Kailyn Middlemist

You can’t remember when the dogs started barking, but it feels like it
has been days. The sound feels like it’s coming from all directions, including from inside your own home, surrounding the walls of your bedroom,
vibrating the water on your coffee table.
“Hell hounds,” says the next-door neighbor, unprompted. When she
smiles, you notice her teeth are yellow and crooked.
You wave and keep walking down the road. “Hell hounds!” she yells
after you.
The road leads to the only store, a small gas station, within miles, but
lately it has felt farther away than normal. It takes you an hour to walk
there today. By the time you enter the store, you’re drenched in a sticky
sweat that you already look forward to washing off in the shower. The air
conditioning unit in the gas station hung shuttering in the window above a
rack of old potato chips. When you walk by, though, there’s no air coming
through the vents. It’s too still.
The man behind the counter is staring in your direction, but not directly
at you. Somewhere above your head is where his eyes fall. When you nod at
him, he makes no sign that he’s noticed your presence at all.
“Pack of reds?” you ask.
The man finally looks at you – not in your eyes but between them.
“Hard?”
“Soft,” you answer.
As he reaches up to grab the pack of cigarettes, you catch a glimpse of a
tattoo on the soft part of his bicep. Some sort of sigil: a decapitated eagle,
a whip, a broken circle.
You tap the smokes against the heel of your hand before ripping open
the top and pulling one out with your teeth. You fish around in your front
pocket for the book of matches and feel the end of the cigarette getting
damp between your lips. You’re already sweating again. It takes you two
hours to walk home. There is no wind, everything is too still.
Inside, you strip off your clothes and start the shower. The water never gets more than lukewarm at best, but today you appreciate that. The
sweat is dripping from your forehead into your eyes and your clothes are
drenched. As you step into the shower, you notice that the water muffles
the barking, although it sounds like it’s coming from the vent in the ceiling.
The vent whirs and whirs, but no air comes out nor goes in.
You stay in the shower as long as you can, avoiding the dogs and the
sweat and the ineffectual sounds of the ceiling vents and fans that do noth81

ing to move the air in any direction. Everything is too still and noisy. You
wonder if your neighbor was right. Are the hellhounds barking? What
would they want from you? Can she hear the barking, too?
Everything feels too still and noisy. Everything feels wrong. You feel
wrong. Incorrect. Mistaken. Unsound.
In your bedroom, on your bed, you stare at the wall. The barking has
become a howling and beneath the howling you hear something else. Tapping. Something in the walls. Tapping, moving, crawling. Hard, little feet
against the sheetrock walls. You try to blur the howling and focus on the
tapping, to pinpoint where it’s coming from, but the howling only gets
louder, and the tapping is coming from everywhere at once. It’s too loud,
it’s not right. You light another cigarette and hope that tonight you’ll sleep.
You beg the dogs to stop barking, the bugs or the mice or the demons to
stop tapping.
You wake up to silence.
“Hey,” shouts my neighbor. “Mick! Where ya been?”
I’m standing on my porch, lighting a cigarette. Martha, the neighbor,
is walking across the street with a mug of coffee in one hand and her own
pack of smokes in the other.
“Hiya, Martha,” I say. I don’t want to answer her question. I don’t know
where I’ve been. I don’t remember anything but noise and fear. Is it happening again? It’s been years. I called Dr. Gregory this morning, but he
didn’t answer and his voicemail was full. Was he ignoring me? Is he afraid
of me?
“Why ya smokin’ reds, Mick? Thought you started smokin’ those eagle
cigarettes. Cute little blue pack.”
“Ya know, Martha, I really don’t know. Thought I’d give ‘em a try.”
“I saw you walk to the store yesterday, ‘round 9am when I was lettin’
those damn hounds out. You didn’t come back for a few hours,” Martha
says. “Hon, why ya lookin’ at me like that?”
I don’t answer.
“Bless your heart, you must really be feelin’ the heat. How about you
come by later tonight and I’ll make you a casserole. You can help me with
the pups. They got their eyes open.” I nod and hug Martha as she stands to
leave. “Come by ‘round 5, toots.”
“Okay.”
In the hours before heading to Martha’s for supper, I sit in my living
room on a folding chair trying to remember what had happened in the
past few days. I hold my phone in my hand, waiting for Dr. Gregory to call
me back. I try calling again. Twice. Why the fuck isn’t he answering? What
if it’s happening again? Today is Tuesday, I know that. And I remember
being with Dane on Friday night. But then what? I don’t know what I did.
Or where I was. Or who I was with.
I get up to check my washing machine and find a bundle of clothes in
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there, already washed. I must have put a load in last night; the clothes are
still damp. There are dishes in the sink, food crusted on the plates. I figure
I’ll do them later, after dinner.
The air outside is still and heavy with humidity. I’m sweating when I
arrive at Martha’s door, after only crossing the street and walking not even
a block down the road. It’s hazy, as if I can see the humidity.
“Come on in, Mick! Glad you’re here.” Martha looks surprised at something, but my watch says 5 o’clock, so I’m not late. “I’ve tossed together
some supper. Sorry it’s so hot in here; the A/C ain’t workin’ right.”
“That’s alright, Martha. Don’t worry about it. What’s for dinner?”
“Tuna casserole. You wanna beer, toots?”
“Wouldn’t mind one, thank you kindly.”
I walk to the kitchen window and look out at Martha’s bloodhounds,
stuck in their kennels in the backyard. I tap on the glass and they all pick
their heads up to look at me. And then they start barking.
It’s so loud. You can’t stand it. You put your hands to your ears.
“Mick? Mick! Shut UP, you damn dogs! Mick! Mick, honey, are you alright?”
“Yeah… I think so.” I’m on the kitchen floor, huddled against the cabinets. My head is pounding, but the dogs have stopped barking and the
pain is already starting to fade. “I think I need to go home,” I say, standing
up and bracing myself against the counter. I’m dizzy.
“Are you sure you don’t want food, hon?” I shake my head. “Okay, I’ll
pack you something up and you can take it with you for later. What happened? Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Yeah, I think so. Not sure what that was about. Guess I just need some
rest.”
It’s happening again. I know it’s happening again.
I want to go home and lie down. I’m exhausted, even though I haven’t
done anything all day except worry about myself. The air is so still and
heavy, the heat must be wearing me down. Is this what heatstroke feels
like? I feel fuzzy, wrong. Something feels off about me, like the flu but in
my head. My brain feels dense and my blood feels thick.
“Alright. Well, you get home and you go straight to bed. Get some water,
too. You’ll feel like new in the morning. You’re only 24, you’ll get better –
easy.”
As I walk to the front door, I pass the air conditioner, the one Martha
said wasn’t working. It’s on and rattling, but no air is blowing the streamers out. I accidentally slam the door on the way out, startling the dogs.
There’s a splitting pain in your head, and you fall to the ground again.
Your neighbor leans over you, smiling with her crooked and yellow teeth.
You flinch away from her and clutch your head.
Your neighbor tries to grab you, but you shove her to the ground and
stand up, backing away from her. She’s still smiling at you. You turn and
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run.
You run down the street, toward and then past the gas station. Into
town. The air isn’t moving around you, you feel like you’re running through
water. You can hear noises from the next street over, a car horn, the distorted bass from a subwoofer.
You slow down and walk into the diner. The waitress looks up and glares
at you, but you take a seat anyway. Away from the air conditioner that isn’t
blowing any air but rattles louder and louder each time you glance over at
it. The waitress starts blending a milkshake, the noise loud and abrasive.
Another patron is banging his spoon against his coffee mug.
A waitress brings some water to your table and slams it down. You can
hear the water vibrating in against the sides of the glass. Her kitten heels
send shockwaves of sound through your brain as she walks away.
You have to leave here. It’s too hot, too noisy. The air isn’t moving at all,
everything is too much.
You get up to leave, and the waitress asks you where you’re going,
sweetie. You keep walking, but she calls after you again. You turn around
and lunge. Over the counter, onto the floor. You grab a knife and the other
waitress screams, so you lunge toward her next. The other patron isn’t
moving, just staring at you. You look at him, and you walk away. You light
a cigarette in the doorway.
Outside, you’re already soaked and sticky. You start running back down
the road, toward the gas station. It takes hours to get home.
The barking surrounds you again as you reach your house, and you turn
toward your neighbor’s instead. You head into the backyard, toward the
kennels.
You hear your neighbor screaming, but you don’t turn around. It’s too
loud. The barking is too loud. You need to make it quiet again. The noise
needs to stop. She needs to stop screaming.
You turn around and walk toward the house.
When the screaming stops, you walk back home. You strip off your
sticky clothes and hop in the shower. You lie down in bed and go to sleep.
You wake up to silence.
I can feel something wet on the pillow. I reach up and touch the side of
my head. It’s sticky and warm.
There are red and blue lights reflecting against the windows of my house
and there’s hard plastic beneath me. I can see a police officer moving his
mouth, but he’s not talking. There’s no sound anywhere. Everything is silent and calm. The wind is blowing. There must be a storm coming.
Someone from the ambulance wraps gauze around my ears. He leans
me back against the white-sheeted stretcher and buckles me in. The ambulance starts moving. The paramedic is looking at me, talking. But I can’t
hear him. I can’t hear anything.
I close my eyes.
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THE BATTLE FOR CRYSTAL HILL
Parker Spadt

Prologue
Ever since the battle of Crystal Hill, the world has been a shit-hole. The
cobblestone streets of Jerricho have been riddled with everything from
blood to brains, and nobody seems to notice. Buildings that seem to lean
in on each other, creaking and moaning as the decaying wood planks grow
weaker with each passing hour, line the streets and every so often, seem
to topple from the pressure of the despair of those inside. The once proud
walls of Jerricho lay in shambles and what is left of them has been turned
into places for homeless to take shelter, and scoundrels to hide. The world
is not a good place. Those who rule, control the people with an iron fist,
and those who follow, do so reluctantly out of fear for their lives. I do neither; I don’t rule, and I certainly don’t follow. I’m a ghost. The citizens call
me Phantom. Appearing and disappearing on command. You only see me
if I want you to see me. They say its magic, I say it’s a trick of the lighting,
I’m good at what I do. I prefer to go by my given name however, Kipp. I’m
a free-lance pocket picker turned professional thief.
I wasn’t always this way, I used to have hopes and dreams. I used to
have a family, and a manor on the top of the hill. You name it, I had it.
My father was a government official for the previous regime, a dedicated
politician and a good man. A wealthy man with power and gold to last a
lifetime. Those days, the world was bright. People filled the streets, and the
economy had never been better. Travelers came from far and wide to see
our beautiful city and Jerricho boomed. The city expanded so quickly that
new districts required new officials to watch over them. I lived in the oldest
part of town and life was good.
Looking back now, I don’t know how we weren’t prepared for what happened. Whispers of men with the ability to control aspects of nature, body
and spirit began to make their way to my father. Men with the supposed
power to manipulate the physical world however they pleased began to
make a name for themselves in the Southern cities. Tales of firebreathers
engulfing entire buildings traveled North from the Eastern city of Zora,
and those with the ability to posses the minds of any living being made
their way from the West. Jerricho was surrounded by tales of sorcerers and
wizards but we did not care. Our city was mighty, our walls thick and tall
and our regime strong. Or so we thought.
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